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Mexico Barren in places, with exuberant vegetation in others; broad high plateaus and long shore strips; a young country with an ancient culture; strong traditions along with an advanced ideology; agricultural and industrialized; poor and rich; Mexico shows a duality not only in its culture, its economy and physical environment, but in its health conditions as well. High rates of poverty-related diseases still prevail, while at the same time Mexico competes with rich countries in the incidence of atherosclerosis and other ailments of affluent societies. It endures severe problems of malnutrition and infectious disease, along with high noise levels and chemical contamination of water, soil and air.
Health conditions in Mexico have improved during this century. Life expectancy, which was less than thirty years in 1900, has increased to sixty-five years; mortality rates have decreased from 36.6 deaths per 1000 inhabitants to 7.5 in 1974. However, one-third of the deaths occur in infancy and pre-school age children, a dramatic indication of an inadequate infrastructure with a low educational level in health care. The main medical problems include very limited facilities in rural areas, a trend towards specialization and hospital work, increasing accident rates and, above all, a demographic problemwith an annual national growth rate of 3.6 per cent, which will double the country's population within the next twenty years.
Recently, the Mexican government has decided to give maximal attention to these problems through a programme of political action in the health sector. This is clearly defined in its objectives and is backed by appropriate plans. Its goals are:
(1) To extend coverage of health services to the population at present lacking it, with priority to rural areas and to marginal groups in big cities.
(2) To give appropriate importance to family planning, not only to obtain a balanced population, but as an instrument for securing improved standards of nutrition and education.
(3) To improve environmental control through sanitation of water, atmosphere, soil and living facilities, with emphasis on garbage disposal, sanitary food control and preservation of natural resources.
(4) To prevent accidents and decrease the risk of occupational diseases in the economically active population.
(5) To train sufficient personnel for health improvement at individual and communal level, with a genuine respect for social service. (6) To promote research into health, with the aim of developing the most appropriate solutions to prevailing health problems.
Unlike other countries, Mexico has centralized all these goals under one government body, the Secretaria de Salubridad y Asistencia. This body will administer the national health plan, coordinating at local, regional and national levels all policies and actions of official as well as private voluntary bodies, together with those devoted to medical education and research.
An important point in the mechanics of the plan will be to define the programme and encourage the participation of the community itself, committing it to its own care and education, in order to obtain a responsible use of resources now available. 
